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Abstract
Little research has been done on female sexual addiction and even less research exists regarding
the intersectional complexities of female sexual addiction for women of faith. Female sexuality
has been largely invisible in religious communities and in society. This project endeavored to
explore if art could be an appropriate tool to increase the visibility of the experiences of women
of faith dealing with sexual addiction. An interdisciplinary mixed medium workshop was curated
that encompassed an interactive art exhibition, poetry readings, monologue and open discussion.
The goal of the workshop was increase the visibility of the experiences of women of faith who
struggle with sexual addiction, to challenge social norms by introduction alternative narratives in
an effort to decrease the stigma that surrounds female sexual addiction, and to increase
awareness of resources and tools available regarding sexual addiction. Findings suggested that
art is an impactful tool to increase visibility and challenge social norms. Sex in the Sanctuary
was an important step towards making visible the realities of a people group that has been
overlooked and othered in faith-based spaces and in society because it provides evidence that art
can be used to engage people in complex social issues.
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Sex in the Sanctuary: Art, Faith and Female Sexual Addiction
Some blame Eve, others the serpent, Adam or even God. Regardless of who you blame,
one theme seems constant, since the moment Eve bit into that apple there has been dissonance
between sexuality and spirituality. According to the Bible, the minute mankind gained
knowledge of good and evil they realized they were naked, and they were ashamed;
“And he said, I heard thy voice in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and
I hid myself. And he said, Who told thee that thou wast naked? Hast thou eaten of the
tree, whereof I commanded thee that thou shouldest not eat? And the man said, The
woman whom thou gavest to be with me, she gave me of the tree, and I did eat. And the
LORD God said unto the woman, What is this that thou hast done? And the woman said,
The serpent beguiled me, and I did eat.” (Genesis 3:7-13, KJV).
Prior to eating the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, it is believed that
Eve was created for Adam for martial sexual pleasure and reproduction. However, one must
wonder what was it about the knowledge of good and evil that changed the way humans viewed
nakedness?
The Bible is the primary text for Christians, a dominant religious group in America.
While the Bible makes mention of women, and of sex, there is a veil of either piousness or
deviancy that surrounds it. Starting with Eve, known as the mother of all, to Mary the virgin
mother of the blessed savior Jesus, the Biblical views and depictions of female sexuality are
contrasting and drastic, seemingly with nothing in between. But where does that leave the rest of
us? If you are a woman and have lots of sex, society historically labels you a slut or a whore. Yet
if you’re a married heterosexual woman and mother of many babies, people say, “God bless
you” and look at you with a sense of respect for fulfilling your God ordained female duty to
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reproduce. It’s no wonder guilt, shame, fear and anger seem to go so well with lust, sexual
desire, and sexual frustration for women. All this leads to a continuous journey riddled with
more questions than answers. Dr. Ksal (1989) frames it clearly:
“Sexuality. When does its expression bring us closer to ourselves and other people, and
when does it tear us from our ability to love ourselves and others? When is sexuality a
source of love, power, and spirituality, and when is it a source of pain and selfdestruction?” (Ksal, 1989, p. ix).
While female sexuality, or what some define as female sexual wellness, seems to have
been around since the creation of mankind, little attention has been paid to female sexual
pleasure within the context of faith and spirituality. Most faith-based efforts towards sexuality
have historically been aimed at male sexual pleasure, purity or a chaste lifestyle, and
reproduction. Research on faith and female sexuality also seem to be lacking.
According to The Stony Brook Sexualities Research Group (Kimmel, 2015) we know
that 70% of women keep their online sexual activity to themselves; 13% of woman are viewing
pornography while at work; 17% of women self-identify as “struggling with pornography
addiction”; in chat rooms we find twice the number of women than men; and that 9.4 million
women are tapping into adult web content every month. There are different streams of thought
that could play into how one interprets these numbers such as the anti-pornography arguments of
some feminists, or the pro-sexual expression positions that seek to liberate the long-oppressed
history of female sexuality, or a Biblical world view. Each of these positions are important to
female sexuality, female sexual visibility, and social justice, yet they are seldom studied
together. However, there are a few studies that have been done (Ferree, 2002; Carvalho, Guerra,
Neves, & Nobre, 2015; Dhuffar & Griffiths, 2014) that look at sexual addiction, hypersexuality,
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and sexual compulsion that inquire about shame, consequences, control and faith. These may
drastically shift the interpretation of the above numbers based on who is interpreting them. It
does seem to beg however for greater research regarding female sexuality.
While female sexuality is still very much a taboo and there is not a great wealth of
clinical research on the topic, there has been even less research conducted regarding female
sexual addiction, and even fewer research still regarding black female sexual addiction. This
project seeks draw attention to female sexual addiction among women of faith, and the complex
intersections of faith and society that surround it. By unpacking the themes that intersect female
sexuality, faith and addiction such as; sexual expression, race, trauma, power, religion, desire,
gender norms, biological sex, gender identity, spirituality, addiction, pornography, patriarchy,
sexual preference, stigma, shame, guilt, lust, anger, resistance to clinical counseling in church
communities and more. This project seeks to use art as a tool to increase visibility and draw
attention to female sexual addiction among women of faith in society.
Through readings, a monologue, interactive art installations of experiential learning art
activities, this project will help reduce the stigmas for women around self-identifying as sexually
addicted and offer resources for seeking help with their addiction. It also aims to bring awareness
to female sexual addiction and intersectional narratives for leaders in faith communities, as well
as to provide educational tools and resources to help friends and family members of women who
struggle with sexual addiction. This is important because stigma reduces women self-identifying
and seeking help for sexual addiction, and because the shame that surrounds seeking help often
comes from clergy members, family members and friends, or other loved ones.

ART, FAITH AND FEMALE SEXUAL ADDICTION

9

Literature Review
For far too long female sexuality has been largely invisible in religious communities and
in society. Women in general have been less visible then men in religious communities, and their
sexualities virtually nonexistent. However, sexual addiction historically has been viewed
primarily as a male issue both in the church and in society. Marnie Ferree (2019) brings light to
this in an article where she validates that “while most people assume that sexual addiction is a
problem only for men, the evidence suggests the contrary” (Ferree, M., 2019, p.1). While little is
known regarding the exact number of females who would self-identify as having a sexual
addiction within the faith community; sexual addiction, like any addiction does not discriminate.
Ferree in this article sets the tone familiar to many 12-step programs including framing addiction
around unmanageability, loss of control, and submission of self to a higher power.
When focusing on women of faith, it is important to define faith. For the purposes of this
project, faith; spirituality; religion and the church can all be umbrellaed under belief, specifically
belief in the Judeo-Christian God as a supreme being, which is the common foundation of JudeoChristian beliefs. Sin will also be a common word that will be relevant to this project under the
context of belief. Merriam-Webster defines sin as “an offense against religious or moral law”
(Merriam-Webster, 2019). Ferree (2019) talks about sin in relation to sexual addiction stating
that this concept of sin complicates the understanding of addiction as a disease and is a common
point of confusion for communities of faith. Ferree posits that addiction is both a disease and a
sin. According to Jackie Hilly Perry “unbelief doesn’t see God as the ultimate good. So, it can’t
see sin as the ultimate evil” (Perry, 2018, p.19). Because of the focus of this project being
women of faith, it is important to first start from this basic understanding of how these words
intersect for women who identify as part of the faith community. Perry’s quote ties this together
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because to the person who does not believe, the context of belief - or the rules-of-engagement, so
to speak - are different and potentially less relevant.
Shame and Sexual Behavior
Dhuffar and Griffiths (2014) conducted a pilot study looking at the consequences of
shame on hypersexual behaviors in non-clinical females in the United Kingdom. Various
methods of assessment were available to the women to self-assess their sexual behaviors and
feeling of shame such as;
The hypersexual behavior consequences scale (Reid, Garos & Fong, 2012), the
hypersexual disorder questionnaire (Reid, 2010), the hypersexual behavior inventory
(Reid, Garos et al., 2011), the shame inventory (Rizvi, 2010), and a measure known as
the internet related activities (Daneback, Ross & Sven-Axel, 2006). (Dhauffar &
Griffiths, 2014, p. 232-233).
This study revealed that “hypersexual behaviours were able to be predicted in a small
percentage of the variability in shame once sexual orientation (heterosexual vs. nonheterosexual) and religious beliefs (belief vs. no belief) had been controlled for” (Dhuffar &
Griffiths, 2014, p.231). Another aspect of this study relevant to future research might be that “the
association of hypersexual behaviours with shame was completely mediated by consequences of
sexual behaviour” (Dhuffar & Griffiths, 2014, p.235). Therefore, as the authors found, the
repercussions of sexual behavior (or what some might call sexually acting out), was the most
powerful indicator of shame. Shame, as mentioned above showed some variability to
hypersexual behaviors in this study and the researchers suggest that “if addiction is about the
management of internal emotion, then shame is the primary feeling state that is medicated by
addiction” (Dhuffar & Griffiths, 2014, p.231). This “shame-sexual behavior-consequence-
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shame” pattern speaks to the cycle of addiction which is important to note here because this
relationship between sexual behavior and shame appears to be a central theme in most research
on female sexual addiction for women of faith. An article by Marine C. Ferree (2002) supports
this correlation of shame and sexual behavior stating that churches tend to be rigid in their
approach in engaging with folks who might identify as having a sexual addiction as opposed to
the expected ideal of showing grace and kindness. This perpetuation of shame is detrimental to
the woman struggling with sexual addiction. Ferree states “because sexual sin is viewed as the
worst transgression in most religious circles, the shame of struggling with a sexually sinful
disease is magnified” (Ferree, 2002, p. 287).
Religion, Sex and Society
The critique of Christian influence on literature regarding female sexual addiction is also
worth mentioning. In an article that focused on reviewing literature for female sexual addiction
treatment by Erin L. McKeague (2014), she argues that the use of words like sin that exist in
Christian literature and in Christianity as a whole could magnify shame and project judgement.
McKeague also notes that literature written in this tone may limit the consumption and therefore
the usefulness of the content to only readers who already attest to the Christian lifestyle or belief.
Yet for many in the faith, it is the practice and not the principals that have gotten in the way. Dr.
Charlotte Davis Kasl (1989) posits that “patriarchal Christian religious practices- not necessarily
reflecting the true spirit of Christianity- have had a profound, and mostly negative, effect on
female sexuality” (Kasl, C.D., 1989, p.11). Kasl points out several common differences between
men and women as it pertains to sexual behavior in the faith and how this has distorted women’s
view of sexuality. Kasl (1989) states that Christian sexuality, in general, is only permissible in
the context of a heterosexual relationship covered by the covenant of marriage, and for the main
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function of procreation. She continues to state that in the Jewish faith sexuality is still confined
to heterosexual marriage, yet unlike in Christianity, women are actually taught to enjoy sex
within their marriage. An important issue that Kasl brings up in her book Women, Sex and
Addiction is the aspect of autonomy. She states:
The church has created and perpetuated a false dichotomy between female sexuality as
both “in her” and “out of her”. Physically a woman’s sexuality is in her body. At the
same time, its use is dictated outside of her, by men, from the Pope to her husband. Her
virginity is an “it”. The church, instead of tackling difficult issues, has for the most part
hidden behind simple external rules, dictating what constitutes “good” and “bad” sexual
behavior. (Kasl, 1989, p.12).
These religious patriarchal practices have had far reaching and long-lasting implications
on female sexuality. Many of which are largely understudied.
Sex and Power: Patriarchy, Monogamy, Social and Sexual Policy
Jean Carabine (1992) in her article ‘Constructing women’: women’s sexuality and social
policy, connects the topics of patriarchy, maternity, and heteronormativity. Carefully disproving
the myth of private versus public sexuality, Carabine points out that for women much of what we
encounter in public policy is directly related to our biological sex/gender, even though we might
have a different social location in regard to our identity. Carabine connects heteronormativity to
sexual orientation as potential confinement when she questions, “if there were different policies
or the same policies were constructed differently – would there be more lesbians?” (Carabine,
1992, p. 24). In this article Carabine highlights the journey of religious ideology to psychological
and social internalization, and social outcomes or societal norms to the eventual legal policy.
Carbine, lending from Moss (1981), states “that which is considered ethically and morally wrong
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in Christian thinking is often equated with that which is legally forbidden” (Moss, 1981, p.25 as
seen in Carabine, 1992. p.25). Carabine mentions several legislative restrictions that were
focused on sexuality, such as restrictions on homosexuality, contraception, abortion, the right to
marry and divorce, medical treatment and rights to adopt are a few that she names. In the context
of shame its noteworthy that Carbine points out that when something is enforced legally it
contributes to the moral and ethical social backing of that social policy. This forms a viscous
social cycle of reinforcement and fear for those who have been othered.
A perk of this power dynamic, held historically by men, is the social control of sexual
pleasure. This socio-biological influence has strongly favored men and covered all manner
sexual violence on their behalf. The control remains even in context of sexual desire. Carbine
states:
It is believed natural for men to want sex more often than women. Male sexuality is
active and aggressive, essential to male identity and masculinity. Women’s sexuality, in
comparison to men’s sexuality, is presented as something which is oppositional, but
complementary. Women are not active but the passive, receptacles of men’s sexuality;
they do not possess a sexual drive which requires fulfilling in the same way as men’s
(Carabine, 1992, p. 26).
While Carabine posits that lesbians don’t fit this social mold, heterosexual women who
self-identity as having a sexual addiction, would also find themselves unable to fit inside of this
social mold.
In 2010, Golombok and Tasker conducted an interesting study that looked at “links
between sexual and martial satisfaction” (p.366). This study looked at “attachment style, sexual
satisfaction, and marital satisfaction” via self-reported surveys given to married partners,
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individually with the protection of knowing that results would not be seen by their spouse. Some
results of this study included that both men and women who were found to be anxious and
avoidant reported low levels of satisfaction both sexually and in their marriages. Those more
sexually satisfied reported to being more satisfied with their marriages. A “significant main
effect of gender emerged, suggesting that women reported lower levels of marital satisfaction
than men when controlling for the main effects of both attachment dimensions and sexual
satisfaction” (Golombok & Tasker, 2010, p. 370). Research like this is important because while
not the case for every woman, low levels of sexual satisfaction, low levels of partner connection,
and low levels of relationship satisfaction are more the rule than the exception. If you research
TED Talks on female sexual pleasure, a slew of videos will emerge from women who are finally
opening up about their sexual frustrations. So why is there not more clinical research on the topic
of female sexuality, specifically female pleasure? Based on the millions of views it seems there
is a social curiosity. Additionally, out of the 28 videos that came right up, only two were black
women. This triggers another question which is, where are the voices of women of color? Why
are we so quiet?
Black Silence
Black female silence pre-dates slavery, but slavery permanently altered all that was
sacred about female sexuality for African women stolen from their homeland. While the not all
the practices of female sexuality in the homeland may be seen as socially acceptable on US
terms, the female body was largely seen as sacred. Female sexuality, while still controlled by
men, was protected, respected, and included in the cultural fabric for most tribes and villages. In
the book Stolen Women by Dr. Gail Elizbeth Wyatt (1997), she outlines 6 major changes that
slavery altered for the African female:
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1) Sex became a negative experience; 2) Privacy and modesty were not respected; 3)
Group solidarity was difficult to maintain; 4) Women were often unprepared for their
roles; 5) Sexual contact between family members was inevitable; and 6) Marriage was no
longer protected by the family. (Wyatt, 1997. p.11-20).
Between forced nudity, public groping and unwanted touching that went on by white
consumers looking to purchase slave women, to the forced rape and abuse of men, women and
children, slavery’s impact on black sexuality, psychology and the black family still continues to
this day. The loss of autonomy, the loss of ability to protect one’s family, the separation of
family, the outlawing and discouragement of marriages, scattering black children and placing the
burden to provide on the mother are just a few of the ways mentioned in this book under these
categories. The psychological damage this has had on black women, for the sake of survival, has
been dissociation, pretending or creating an alternate perception of reality on the outside, and of
course, silence. Evelynn M. Hammonds (1997) writes “in choosing silence, black women have
also lost the ability to articulate any conception of their sexuality” (Hammonds,1997, p.175).
Hammond clarifies there was not much choice in the choosing. She explains that black women
did not have power over their own bodies, let alone their sexuality. Black men could not help for
fear of being beaten or lynched. This silence was maintained and controlled by violence and
power, as well as moral and social narratives, largely conceived and enforced by the white
church, who post slavery days doubled as the Ku-Klux Klan, the government and the law. These
dynamics that shaped and perpetuate these social narratives of black silence continue to
reverberate and impact social norms and narratives today.
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Black Sexual Archetypes
In the midst of this black silence mention above, several narratives were created for black
female sexuality, by the dominant power group, white heterosexual men. It is important to
mention here that nowhere in the research conducted was a narrative found that classified white
male slave owners who forcefully raped black men and boys as any other classification outside
of heterosexual. In fact, most of these white men were also married and while forcefully raping
women and children as well, they were not seen as adulterers or pedophiles, even among the
most religious.
The clearest marker for black female sexuality was constructed to be the opposite, or
better yet, the leftovers of white female sexuality. The main point is that if white females are the
optimal image of all that is woman, then black females are animals; “linking Africans with
animality was fraught with sexual connotations […] English people used Africans as social
mirrors, and projected characteristics onto them which they had originally discovered in
themselves” (Marshall, 1996.p.7 as seen in Jarrett-Maculey). White Christians explorers
categorized Africans as heathens and based on their skin color began an association of dark
equaling bad and evil, and white equaling good, or pure “thus racial difference was linked to
sexual difference in order to maintain white male supremacy during the period of slavery”
(Hammonds, 1997, p.95). This worked out well for white men to legitimize using black female
bodies not just for labor but also for breeding. The use of female bodies for breeding did not stop
with white men but was adopted by black men and perpetuates to this day. Wyatt writes:
No women are more devalued in our society than women of color. It’s been said that
every woman bears the burden of sexual stereotyping at some point in her lifetime. That
may be true; white women are often depersonalized, labeled as less than intelligent or
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incompetent. But the depersonalization of black women focuses on our sexuality first. In
our homes, in our neighborhoods, and around the world, powerful stereotypes rooted in
slavery perpetuate myths about who we are. Society’s message is that to be black and
female is to be without sexual control, to be irresponsible about our sexuality (Wyatt,
G.E. 1997. p. xvii).
Throughout the research there are several sources that mentioned “respectability politics”
and the limited roles ascribed to black female sexuality (Hammonds 1994; Hammonds, 1997;
Marshall, 1996; Wyatt, 1997; Collings, 2005; Walker & Bernard 2016; Little, 2019; Sullivan,
2017; Nash, 2010; Cruz, 2015). They might use different names to articulate the behavior, but
they basically fall into these main personas; “1) The permissive stereotype; 2) The mammy; 3)
The she-devil; 4) The workhorse; (Wyatt,1997, p. 29-35). Marshall uses “Animalistic, Loose,
Prostitute, Breeder, and Sapphire” (Marshall, 1996, p. 13-20). The behaviors range from the
animalistic freak and negligent breeder to the workhorse who are all labeled as bad mothers.
Prostitutes, hoes, booty calls and women viewed as loose are also in this category identified as
the evil seductress, Sapphire, she-devil, bitch; and then there is the non-sexual, loyal, complacent
mammy. Connecting this to the flip side of the coin:
White women were characterized as pure, passionless, and de-sexed […] ‘Respectability’
and ‘sexual control’ were set against ‘promiscuity’ […] this binary opposition seemed to
lock black women forever outside the ideology of womanhood (Hammonds, 1997, p. 96).
Respectability politics, racism, colonialism, heteronormativity, sexual politics,
capitalism, religion, sexual policy and many other aspects that makes up the construction of
American intuitions have played some part in black female sexual politics and the restriction of
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black sexuality. This has fundamentally limited black female sexual visibility, image and
identity, both within the black community and in mainstream society.
Identify Construction: Parents, Parish and Porn
Where do the earliest concepts of identity come from? People typically learn their gender
identity and the roles and norms of that in the home at very young age. It is often said that our
parents (or caretakers) are our strongest role models. If that is true, does their gender identity and
sexual orientation impact or shape our own? And if so, how? A study discussed in a chapter
titled Do parents influence their sexual orientation of their children? took a look at this over time
(Golombok & Tasker, 2010). This study was done with mothers that identified as lesbian while
the control group were mothers that identified as single, heterosexual mothers. The purpose of
this study was to follow the kids to see if their parent’s sexual orientation had any impact on the
child’s sexual orientation, once grown. Every child in this study was born out of a heterosexual
relationship. The children were seen twice, once at 9.5 and again at 23.5. The findings showed
no difference between groups regarding their sexual attraction between genders. Gendered
results were different between the sexual desirability, consideration, or propensity to same sex
relationships for the sons compared to the daughters of these two groups of mothers. Whereas
there was no real significance for the sons in either group; the daughters in both parent groups
reported that “they have previously considered, or thought it a future possibility, that they might
experience same-gender attraction or have a same-gender sexual relationship or both”
(Golombok & Tasker, 2010, p.401). Also, daughters in the lesbian mother’s group had a higher
propensity of same-gender consideration when compared to the daughters of the heterosexual
mother’s group, at a rate of 14 to 3. It should be noted not to play into the hysteria of the past that
people who identify as part of the LGBTQ community should not be parents because their kids
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will turn out like them. This study merely begs the question, do children who grow up with a
parent that engages in same-sex relationships have a more open or diverse idea of human
sexuality? Are these kids more aware of options, or perhaps more confidant in their identities? It
is interesting that the study didn’t find a notable difference among the sons of either parent
group, but would that be different if the parent focus group were gay fathers rather than lesbian
mothers? Further research to consider the origins and intersects of sexual identities is needed.
Identity might also be shaped by our socialization. For women of faith this will largely
include the church, home and social interactions. Wyatt (1997) in her book Stolen Women:
Reclaiming our sexuality, taking back our lives has a chapter on adolescence. She goes over how
we learn messages in school, at church, at home not just from parents or caretakers but also from
siblings, from peers, and of course from pop-culture. For women of faith the church is a strong
influencer of this identity because it permeates across these elements and the same folks you are
going to church with, you are going to school with, or engaging in the community. Be it Pastor
or Pope these roles, historically reserved for men, have contributed to the shaping of female
sexual identity. Wyatt talks about mostly acts of humility, shaming, and condemning. Strong
messaging coming from the church, reinforced at home, and sometimes even in school. The
impact these strong messages have on forming and shaping female sexual identity, especially
black female sexuality, and a sense of spirituality can be witnessed in just about any
documentary coming from the black LGBTQ+ community.
The documentary Pariah (2011) features a young black girl coming into a sense of her
sexual identity, in spite of much opposition from her family and hostility in her black
community. Alike secretly dresses masculine at school, but dresses as a girl at home to please her
religious mother. Alike and her best friend Laura who openly identifies as a lesbian and a

ART, FAITH AND FEMALE SEXUAL ADDICTION

20

dominant, or aggressive, which means a more masculine lesbian, both are powerful
representations of the struggles of black youth in the LGBTQ+ community. We get the
perception that Laura’s parents are also very religious, and her mother has kicked her out of the
house. This rejection is rooted in misconception and fueled by lack of understanding within the
church. Jackie Hill Perry (2018) in her book Gay Girl Good God writes about what this
experience was like for her in an effort to help Christians understand that by framing same sex
attraction as unnatural is harmful. Perry shares: “what they called strange felt more natural to me
than heterosexuality had even been. Her entire body made me feel at home in myself” (Perry,
2018. p.45). Perry validates the existence of what folks in the church make invisible, instead of
pretending Perry professes that “same-sex desires are actual. They aren’t an imaginary feeling
one conjures up for the sake of being different” (Perry, 2018. p.20). The damage this has caused
for women who find their source of identity largely coming from the church has been a struggle
to maintain what might feel like a double life, a disconnection from their baseline beliefs, or an
abandonment of their beliefs all together. Because of the shame hidden in sexual power projected
by the church this is often a similar narrative for the woman who identifies as having a sexual
addiction. For these folks, fragments might be all they have left after departing from their
community of believers. Erica Garcia (2018) gives an example of this in her book Getting off as
she reflects on music from her childhood and seeks to reconcile this part of her, back to herself:
The songs also tapped into memories I thought I’d long forgotten, back to when God
seemed less like a tyrant in the sky and more like a reliable source of love and
forgiveness. Though it was hard to rationalize in my intellectual mind, which had grown
wary of organized religion, I came to look forward to the times Anna asked me to join her
at the piano” (Garcia, E. 2018. p.99).
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For women of faith who identify as sexually addicted that desire to connect with God, it
seems spirituality and sexuality are constantly competing.
Some youth are cultivating a sense of identity through the internet. Curious about how
youth are learning about sexual identity in a porn-era, a 2015 study (Rothman, Kaczmarsky,
Burke, Jansen & Baughman) looked at pornography consumption patterns of youth that
identified as Black or Hispanic, economically classified as low income, and from an urban area.
Twenty-three youth ages 16-18 took part in this study. The data collected included the type of
porn the youth were watching, for what purposes they were watching it, and it also asked about
their sexual behaviors and parental reactions to their porn consumption. The results found that 21
of the 23 youth “reported learning how to have sex by watching pornography” (Rothman,
Kaczmarsky, Burke, Jansen & Baughman, 2015. p. 740). While 23 is a small sample size, it is
interesting that pornographic movies, not necessarily created for educational purposes, are being
used for educational purposes and these youth are modeling their sexual behavior from what they
are viewing in these movies. While still a taboo, there is a growing body of research focused on
pornography.
Women and Porn
Pornography, as an industry, has shaped female sexuality and had a dramatic impact on
black female sexuality specifically. In a body of work titled Coming Apart by Alice Walker
(1973), we meet an average middle-class black couple. While no names are given to them,
thorough her writing we can imagine their characteristics and facial expressions, even what their
home and bathroom look like. The storyline is a husband indulging in magazine pornography in
solitude in the bathroom. The wife, finding the magazine, is offended by her husband’s arousal
and perceived desire towards the white women in the magazine, who look nothing like her. After
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confronting her husband, he shifts to porn magazines featuring black women. The wife does not
like the images she’s confronted with depicting black female sexuality. Her husband takes her to
the infamous red-light district, and she is again confronted with disturbing images of black
female sexuality depicted as wild and animalistic, sub-human. The wife begins to think more
about her own idea of what is black female sexuality looks like to her; her mother, for her, is an
image of black female sexuality. Her husband jokes and accuses her of being petty for over
thinking things. The wife begins reading Audre Lorde. The husband rejects her right off as
unknowledgeable because she is a lesbian. She reads her work out loud to her resistant husband.
Then the work of Luisah Teish, who her husband also rejects for the same reasons. The wife
begins to use the writings to point out the racial concerns that are clearly outlined in these
writings. Her husband accuses her of being a feminist. In the meantime, this wife is discovering
her own sense of self-worth and strength in her blackness. The wife continues with Tracey A.
Gardner and Ida B. Wells. Her husband begins to change his view. The readings are connecting
racism, patriarchy, misogyny, violence and power as forces that control and degrade black
sexuality and especially black female sexuality, and that pornography perpetuates this. Her
husband can finally see that, and they take time to think, heal and recalibrate. When she is gone,
he perpetuates his norm and returns to porn magazines, but they are now ruined for him. He
wants his black wife. When they are reunited, he is able to enjoy her anew. The wife however
has also been changed and can only offer 60% of herself to him.
Black female sexuality has been presented in popular culture in limited ways. The tether
to slavery seems inseparable. In another article, Treva Lindsey and Jessica Johnson posit
“present-day constructions of black female sexuality are inextricable tied to slavery” (Fair &
Little, 2019, p.153). In an article titled Erotic Illegibility and Desire Representations of Black
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Sexuality, Fair and Little explore untraditional images of black female sexuality that cause the
viewer to struggle with the pain and pleasure inseparably wrapped up in the history of black
female sexuality. A house slave, Suzanna, who exerts her sexuality as a way to control her white
master, and possibly lover. Suzanna wields this sexual power to try and position her children,
also his, for a better life other than being a field slave. This imaging, while filled with
confliction, gives black females an alternate image of black female sexuality. One where rape
still exists, but so do orgasms. Other characters are talked about as well that give visibility to
lesbians and sexually elusive black females. The point being, the power imaging has in building
identity, shifting narratives, and fighting patriarchy and heteronormativity.
In Pornography, women, and feminism: between pleasure and politics by Karen Ciclitira
(2004), she gives an extensive overview of the anti-porn feminist movement. It is important to
mention this movement as it was the catalyst for a movement that followed in which women
began to move into the porn industry to reclaim their sexual power, and change undesirable
narratives of female sexuality that were being projected in the industry. The major interest in this
counter movement was the unequal pay women in the industry were receiving compared to men.
Black women were also taking part in this rebellion. In Putting Hypersexuality to Work: Black
Women and Illicit Eroticism in Pornography by Mireille Miller-Young (2010), she writes “the
black female body is, in relation to other racialized and gendered bodies in the flourishing sex
industries, devalued and marginalized in pornography’s hierarchal, sexual marketplace” (MillerYoung, 2010, p.221). Miller-Young builds on previous research that looks at the black female
body from the consumer prospective, where the sexual labor of slavery cannot be separated, as
we see supported in the works mentioned above. Here again it is not just white men, but also
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white women who are making more money and having more autonomy over their expressed
erotic desire. This has a real monetary consequence.
Sexual Expression, Pop-Culture, and Shifting Power
If we look at pop-culture, we can follow the changing narratives of female sexuality. The
language, and images of females, white and black reclaiming their sexuality, expressing their
sexuality and challenging the social structures that try to keep them invisible and suppressed.
Women in have been fighting this battle forever and showing no signs of stopping. More modern
examples rage from Madonna to Beyoncé. Mecca Jamilah Sullivan (2017) in her article “Put my
thang down, flip it and reverse it”: Black women’s interstitial languages of body and desire, the
hop-hop artist Missy Elliott is likened to Audrey Lourde, Zora Neale Hurston, Suzan-Lori Parks,
Toni Morrison, and other black females instrumental in shifting power. Sullivan writes “For
black women writers, invented languages are crucial means of exploring the formal possibilities
of intersectionality and for forwarding new models of black female identification, community,
and belonging” (Sullivan, 2017. p.705). For racially and sexually oppressed people visibility is
also critically important to challenging these narratives. Collins (2005) lays out how this has
been done successfully:
Since the 1980’s, gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people have challenged
heterosexism by coming out of the closet. If the invisibility of sexual oppression enabled
it to operate unopposed, then making heterosexism visible by being “out” attacked
heterosexism at its core (Collins, 2005, p.94).
Increasing visibility shifted the narrative of what the standard or the “norm” was. The
same can be said for sexual addiction. Kasl (1989) writes:
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Sex addiction and codependency in women may be the most painful addiction to confront
because it makes women conscious of the neglect, sexual abuse, and childhood injuries
they have sustained in a patriarchal system in which they are viewed as the “second sex”.
The patriarchal system is extremely damaging to men too, as confining to their souls and
sexuality as it is to women’s. For men and women to confront sexual practices in
patriarchy is to confront our whole political system and the ingrained belief that men and
women are unequal classes of people (Kasl, 1989, p. 247).
It may seem challenging or counter-cultural even to bring out topics and issues that send
us back in time and force us to reassess all that we have known about our family, our church, our
beliefs, our communities, our society and ourselves. But the question that arises is who is being
made invisible by our resistance to change?
What is “Normal”?
Gayle Rubin (1984) created a sex hierarchy diagram to visualize the sex values we tend
to live by in mainstream American society. At the core we see “good, normal, natural, blessed
sexuality” and towards the exterior limits of the circle we see “bad, abnormal, unnatural, damned
sexuality” (Rubin, 1984, p.153). Rubin writes:
All these hierarchies of sexual value- religious, psychiatric, and popular- function in
much the same ways as do ideological systems of racism, ethnocentrism, and religious
chauvinism. They rationalize the well-being of the sexually privileged and the adversity
of the sexual rabble (Rubin, 1984, p.153).
Historically society has dictated to us what is normal by demonizing the other that did not
fit into this hierarchal standard of what is sexually proper, respectable, moral and good. Anything
outside of white, married, heterosexual, vanilla, Christian sex has taken its turn being ridiculed in
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society. Interracial relationships and homosexuality are probably two of the most glaring
examples of how a commonly held beliefs of a dominant group can form exclusionary laws and
policies, both having roots of heavy influence and push back coming from the organized church.
This chart is a good reminder to be mindful of how social norms and socially respected beliefs
are formed. Looking at interracial relationship for example, which no longer carry penalty under
the law, are a good reminder of how social pressure and legal barriers have been used to restrict
and control human sexuality. This chart should be considered when thinking about ways to
engage the community regarding sexual content, and how sexuality in society can be handled in
a way that build community and supports, or in a way that causes great harm by othering people
groups.
The Evolution of Deviant Sex: Definition, Diagnosis and Assessment
The clinical norms for socio-sexuality have dramatically changed in the past 100 years.
The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM), a manual put out by the American Psychiatric
Association (APA), is known as the clinical bluebook for diagnosis regarding human behavior
and mental health. Up until 1973, the DSM-II listed homosexuality as a clinical psychological
disorder. According to the DSM-IV, sexual addiction existed as a diagnosable, clinical addiction,
otherwise known as a disease, just like alcoholism, and drug addiction. There were categories
that classified as use, abuse, and addiction; however, not every user was clinically considered an
addict. Today in the revised DSM-V you won’t find sexual addiction. What we see over time in
the research is a shifting and redefining in the terms, language, and criteria of sexual addiction
(Irvine, 1995; Giami, 2015; Woody, 2011).
Irvine (1995), in an article titled Reinventing Perversion: Sex addiction and cultural
anxieties, states his position and makes a case for sexual addiction as a social construct that
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served well to cover the transgressions of married men by making medical that which he posits
to be mostly behavioral. In this article he moves us from the 1970’s and 80’s highlighting the rise
of self-help groups like “sex addicts and coaddicts, sex addicts anonymous, sexaholics
anonymous, and sexual compulsives anonymous” (Irvine, 1995, p.432) as well as Sex and Love
Addicts Anonymous (SLAA). Irvine believes that sexual addiction was created and that
treatment centers like Hazelton benefited from providing treatment to patients. There has long
been a battle as to if one can truly be addicted to sex or not.
Woody (2011) points out the expansion of vocabulary in her search for related articles
“sexual addiction, compulsive sexual behavior, sexual compulsivity and sexual impulsivity”
(Woody, 2011, p.302) can almost be used interchangeably to bring up similar content. This is
due to the lack of a unified concept of definition, diagnosis or treatment methods among field
professionals. At that time Woody believed that the “debate has come to a head with the official
proposal of Hypersexual Disorder” (Woody, 2011, p.302). This was presented to be the new
classification which would live in the gender identity disorders section of the new manual.
Woody points out that unlike most of the criteria that preceded this proposal the new criteria
would focus only on normal sexual behavior that “becomes problematic and bring distress or
impairment to the individual” (Woody, 2011, p.302). This article gives a roadmap of language
change starting with, “Sexual addiction; compulsive sexual behavior, sexual compulsivity,
nonparaphilic compulsive behavior; impulsive sexual behavior, sexual impulsivity; out of control
sexual behavior; paraphilia-related disorder (PRD), and the proposed term hypersexual disorder”
(Woody, 2011, p.304-308). Since Woody’s work the updated DSM debuted in 2012 and
hypersexual disorder was not included.

ART, FAITH AND FEMALE SEXUAL ADDICTION

28

Giami (2015) in an article titled Between DSM and ICD: Paraphilias and transformation
of sexual norms, compares the above-mentioned DSM, with the Internal Classification of
Diseases (ICD) put out by the World Health Organization (WHO). What Giami contributes in
this article is a timeline of revisions moving towards the shifting sexual social culture of modernday society. Giami points out that both the DSM-IV and the ICD-11, the current versions of each
manual, have a classification known as the paraphilias. Both manuals outline paraphilias slightly
different but share “voyeuristic disorder, exhibitionistic disorder, frotteuristic disorder, and
pedophilic disorder” (Giami, 2015, p.1134). Giami believes that while both manuasl come from
a sexually deviant-focused history, the APA in the DSM-IV has been more progressive in
moving away from “the model of the19th century, in which sexual normality was based on the
model of heterosexual coitus within heterosexual marriage” (Giami, 2015, p.1135).
Does Sexual Addiction Still Exist?
While there is no current classification for sexual addiction or sexual impulsive disorder
in the DSM-V, the current ICD-11 does have a diagnosis of compulsive sexual behavior
disorder, housed in the classification of impulse control disorders. It is defined as:
Compulsive sexual behavior disorder is characterized by a persistent pattern of failure to
control intense, repetitive sexual impulses or urges resulting in repetitive sexual behavior.
Symptoms may include repetitive sexual activities becoming a central focus of the
person’s life to the point of neglecting health and personal care or other interests,
activities and responsibilities; numerous unsuccessful efforts to significantly reduce
repetitive sexual behaviour; and continued repetitive sexual behaviour despite adverse
consequences or deriving little or no satisfaction from it. The pattern of failure to control
intense, sexual impulses or urges and resulting repetitive sexual behaviour is manifested
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over an extended period (e.g. 6 months or more), and causes marked distress or
significant impairment in personal, family, social, educational, occupational, or other
important areas of functioning. Distress that is entirely related to moral judgments and
disapproval about sexual impulses, urges, or behaviors is not sufficient to meet this
requirement (ICD-II, 2019).
Some see this as a win, others see it as a barrier. For women who identify as sexually
addicted, the removal of any classification in the DSM-V makes diagnosis tricky, and treatment
even more elusive. The revisions to the DSM-V and the ICD-11 appear to have more to do with
changing social norms, and less to do with folks who might identify as having a sexual addiction
feeling like their lives had been made any more manageable. Women who come out and share
about their journey with sexual addiction, give voice to an issue that does not seem to have
simply disappeared. For these women, the question remains “how are we to develop a notion of
healthy sexuality? We are all trying to find ourselves somewhere between vapid virgin and
whore” (Kasl, 1989. p.13). In the most recent book published written by a woman of color, Erica
Garcia (2018) gives voice to the idea that for some women in the search for this balance of
healthy sexuality, we may find ourselves on the other side of healthy and falling down a rabbit
hole rather fast. Garcia shares “it quickly became clear to me that I wasn’t just playing the role of
the insatiable vixen. I was insatiable”. (Garcia, 2018. p.88). For women who experience this sort
of sexuality there is no relief, and Garcia describes this when she says, “but every time I came
and returned to myself, I returned to the fury” (Garcia,2018. p.89). Orgasm, while providing
temporary relief, does not satisfy women who struggle with sexual addiction. Even in
relationships, if not properly addressed the symptoms are only magnified, not hidden as Garcia
clearly states regarding a significant relationship in her life, “we had appetites as big as our
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problems” (Garcia, 2018. p.117-118). For anyone struggling with feelings similar to those
described by Garcia, they are left to fumble on the internet looking for help. The internet is often
a significant trigger if the person also struggles with pornography like Garcia. Diagnosis today is
primarily self-defined and predominantly self-treated, typically with the support of a small
community or accountability partner, like a 12-step group or individual therapist.
The Cycle of Addiction
For folks that identify as part of the community of the sexually addicted or who might fit
the IDC-11 classification of compulsive sexual behavior disorder, there are a battery of free
online self-assessments one can take to see where they fall in the previous clinical guideline of
having a problem with sexual compulsivity. No one person can say to another person that they
are not addicted to anything. Most psychologist will agree that a person can overuse, and in turn
become addicted, to just about anything. According to Kasl (1989):
the point is, once a person becomes truly addicted to anything, a common progression
will occur. Five basic criteria are used to determine addiction; powerlessness to stop at
will, harmful consequences, unmanageability in other areas of life, escalation of use,
withdrawal upon quitting (Kasl, 1989, p. 20)
This is basically the cycle of addiction; marked by the attempts to stop, failure of ability
to stop leading to the acting out of main behaviors, consequence of behaviors, negative feelings,
attempt to stop, repeat. As one continues down this path they spiral more and more out of
control.
Treatment / Recovery
With the shift in definition, less clinicians might treat for sexual addiction as a primary
source. If it is not a true diagnosis, it makes it difficult for therapist to bill for services. This
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leaves women of faith who identify as having a sexual addiction to turn to their pastor, or clergy
member, or to self-help groups, which also typically take place in churches. The churches are
often ill equipped to meet this need. Ferree (2002) really outlines this well from an insider’s
perspective what happens when women seek out the church for support, stating “her sin is
immediately addressed, while her sickness is undiagnosed” (Ferree, 2002. p.291). She points out:
Because of a failure to understand sexual addiction as an intimacy disorder rather than
merely a sexual problem, the church often encourages a struggling woman to shut down
her sexuality […] Healthy sexuality for the Christian woman remains unrealized” (Ferree,
M. 2002. p.291)
To complicate this situation, the church in general has a history of being resistant to its
members seeking outside help. For members of the black community there is a stigma about
needing help, seeking help, and in the black church there is a strong narrative that all one needs
is Jesus, when in reality some members might need Jesus and therapy.
Arts and Recovery
Marie Wilson (1998) in her article Portrait of a sex addict researches the correlation
between art as therapy and use of art in working with individuals who identify as having a sexual
addiction. Complete with case study examples and examples of exercises, Wilson highlights the
benefits of art therapy including allowing individuals to gain insight into their behaviors and past
in a way that she believes surpasses words. Wilson posits:
Because images bypass many of the well-practiced defenses of the addict, art therapy can
assess deeply held feelings and memories and open up issues that have been hidden or
obstructed by denial and repression for many years (Wilson, 1998. p.248)
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Wilson warns that this process takes time, trust and much risk on behalf of the person
who identifies as having a sexual addiction.
Art as Advocacy
Patriarchy, racism, capitalism and heteronormativity are all things that have helped to
contribute to the invisibility of female sexuality. As a combative weapon, the arts have
penetrated each of these systems and acted as a way to increase visibility and voice to othered
and invisible social groups. Arts agitate the norms that keep these systems in place and in power.
Art has a way of penetrating the minds of individuals in society and positioning them in
another’s reality, in a way that they might not be able to access or empathize with otherwise.
There is a saying “life imitates art far more than art imitates life” (Oscar Wilde, 1891). This
saying is reflective of the impact art can have on society, and as we have seen in the research
presented in this paper, society impacts social norms. The question then is how can art be used to
draw attention to and increase visibility of female sexual addiction among women of faith? And
what impact might this have on individuals in society?
If life imitates art as Wilde (1891) suggests, then could art be used to decrease the stigma
surrounding female sexual addiction? According to the words of Stephen Sondheim, “Art, in
itself, is an attempt to bring order out of chaos” (Academy of Achievement, 2005). That being
said maybe it is possible to use art as a vehicle to drive change. To challenge people to see
another persons’ struggle or experience that may be different from their own, and still feel
empathy. If art has been a successful method of bring awareness and challenging complex social
issues, maybe art could also be used to expose alternative narratives, challenge vocabulary, and
increase the visibility of women of faith dealing with sexual addiction.
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Project Plan
In an effort to create a new space for increased collaboration, critical inquiry and for
people to engage with people different than their defined social groups I am planning to host an
interactive workshop/ art gallery / monologue and reading in the Haverhill community to raise
awareness and bring visibility to the taboo topic of self-identified female sexual addiction or
compulsive sexual behavior for women of faith.
Situation Statement
There is a lack of safe spaces for which women struggling with sexual addiction can
interact with their faith in a nonjudgmental and creative way. Churches and religious institutions,
which are often the first source that women of faith seek refuge, have historically proved to be ill
equipped to assist women dealing with sexual addiction, often times causing more harm than
good. Little research has been done on female sexual addiction and even less research exists
regarding the intersectional complexities of female sexual addiction for women of faith. Female
sexuality has been largely invisible in religious communities and in society. Faith-based efforts
have historically focused on removal of sin, failing to treat the whole person. In an effort to
create a new space for increased collaboration, critical inquiry and for people to engage with
people possibly different than their defined social groups. This project endeavored to test if art
could be an appropriate tool to explore the complex intersectional social issues surrounding
female sexual addiction. An interdisciplinary mixed medium workshop was curated that
encompassed an interactive art exhibition, poetry readings, monologue and open discussion.
Methods included experiential and symbolic interactionism to engage participants, as well as
identity performance, storytelling, exposure theory and reading critical texts. This event focused
on aspects of faith and female sexual addiction including intersecting themes such as; sexual
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expression, race, trauma, power, religion, desire, gender norms, biological sex, gender identity,
spirituality, addiction, pornography, stigma, shame, guilt, anger, resistance to counseling in the
church and in the black community. Pointing participants towards tools and resources.
Define Your Goals
The goal of this project is to increase the visibility of the experiences of women of faith
who struggle with sexual addiction. Challenge social norms, by introducing alternative narratives
in an effort to decrease the stigma that surrounds female sexual addiction. Increase awareness of
resources and tools available regarding sexual addiction. Also, to provide access to resources and
tools for self-assessment, foster and evaluate personal awareness, and raise participant
consciousness.
Target Audience and Stakeholders
My target audience is the general public (open to anyone who might be interested to
attend and engage), college students from the Merrimack College campus, community members,
and service providers who also might be interested in this topic. The stakeholders are; women
who may self-identify as being addicted to sex, or who may be curious about their impulsive
sexual behavior, clergy members, religious school staff, spiritual councilors and other religious
leaders who currently work with women (or who might council or in other ways engage with
women) who self-identify as being addicted to sex or wanting to decrease sexually impulsive
behaviors, or the consequences of these behaviors.
Crafting a Clear Message
My marketing title is Sex in Sanctuary. This message is both eye catching and edgy,
while at the same time this message reclaims the sanctity of sexuality through a play on words.
The goal is to use art, imagery and vocabulary to demystify a taboo topic and humanize it. A call
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to action will be issued encouraging participants to 1) Humanize people, 2) Remove the stigma
around sex 3) Get educated, 4) If you know someone that is needs help, don’t’ shame them. The
call to action ends with the hashtag #tearingtheveil, which is also a play on words from the
biblical reference of the temple veil being torn when Jesus Christ died on the cross,
metaphorically referring to Jesus’s body being torn, or broken, for the sins of mankind. In
Christian belief, Jesus Christ dying on the cross for the sins of mankind (and the metaphoric
meaning behind the veil in the temple being torn) is that the veil/curtain was a customary barrier
that separated the people in the community from what was believed to be the presence of God
that existed behind the veil/curtain, that only the Priest could access. The tearing of the veil
signifies the free access that mankind now has to talk directly to God and to hear directly from
God, without fear or shame because Jesus paid the ultimate sacrifice or sin offering for all of
mankind forever. #tearingtheveil is meant to remove the stigma and shame aka the veil that
separates sexuality and spirituality.
Incentives for Engagement
Stakeholder: Women
Incentive: Pro-female educational space and opportunity to engage in art and critical
thought.
Stakeholder: Clergy, religious leaders
Incentive: Increased awareness of taboo topic and resources on how to help congregation
members and others who may need help.
Stakeholder: Religious education staff
Incentive: Increased awareness of taboo topic and resources on how to help students,
staff and faculty members who may need help.

ART, FAITH AND FEMALE SEXUAL ADDICTION

36

Stakeholder: Communities of color
Incentive: Safe space to engage in, visibility within anonymity. Resources and tools.
Stakeholder: Women who self-identify as having a sexual addiction or sexually compulsive
behavior
Incentive: Safe space to engage in, visibility within anonymity. Resources and tools.
Stakeholder: Friends and family members of women who self-identify as having a sexual
addiction or sexually compulsive behavior.
Incentive: Insight, education and opportunity to ask questions. Resources and tools to
assist loved ones.
Identify Outreach Methods
Outreach methods will include:


Fliers posted in community spaces, in churches, and on college campuses (Merrimack,
Northern Essex Community College -Haverhill and Lawrence campus).



Shareable social media outreach campaign on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram



Podcasts to promote the event and start a dialogue on the topic. Merrimack College,
WHAV a local Haverhill radio station, and HC Media a local public access station in
Haverhill, MA.



Promotional video to be shared on social media and local tv stations (Haverhill, North
Andover and Lawrence) in English and Spanish.



Email blast invite with flyer to my networks and ask contacts to share with their networks



Speaking at local churches about upcoming event.
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Utilize leverage with the Haverhill Public Library, Historic New England, Buttonwoods
Museum and other contact through POSE Inc. to ask them to help promote the event as
an extension to our annual Black History Month events, which they participate in.

Responsibilities Chart
NAME

Kat Everett

Dennis Everett
Artist #1
Artist #2
Yonnie Collins
Classmates from
MC

Reverend Frank
Clarkson

Lindsay Paris

Bobbie-Jean
Powell-Kelly

ORGANIZATION RESPONSIBILITIES
CONTACT INFORMATION
OR
AFFILIATION
Merrimack
Curate art and
everettk@merrimack.edu
College
content for the event,
direct and set up
schedule for event,
read and host
workshop at event
COCO Brown
Marketing and
Confidential
promotions
Guest artist
Artist to curate art for Confidential
event
Guest artist
Artist to curate art for Confidential
event
Guest artist
Artist to curate art for Confidential
event
Merrimack
Volunteer to help at
Confidential
College
event greeting
participants, handing
our materials, help
with set up,
breakdown and
clean-up
UU Church
Use of the UU church Confidential
Haverhill
for the event
(possibly). Also
helping to spread the
word about the event
and reach out to
contacts
HC Media
Contact for Studio
powellkellyb@merrimack.edu
101 new location for
event
The Rogers Center Use of Props for
powellkellyb@merrimack.edu
staging
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Tools/Measure to Assess Progress
Data will be collected through the following methods and mediums:
1. Interactive art exhibition reflections - During the first half of the program attendees
will explore several interactive activity stations with art and or a prompting question
to reflect on or respond to.
2. Open discussion and questions (via online tool) - During the second half of the
program attendees will have the opportunity to respond to the monologue and reading
by submitting questions via menti.com and online tool. If attendees desire and are
consenting to being recorded Q&A can transition to on open discussion.
3. Post-event survey - Following the event each attendee will be encouraged to take the
post-event survey from which data will be collected.
Implementation Timeline
December 2019

Call for submissions for projects (12/1/19 - 1/10/2020)

January 2020

Confirm all volunteers, vendors, and arrangement for the project.
Marketing for the event starts.

February 2020

Acquire all art for the gallery and solidify commitments for readers. Send
out pre-event survey. Registration for the event opens.

March 2020

Event to be held either at the UU Church in Haverhill, or Rogers Center on
the Merrimack Campus.

April 2020

Assessment and analysis of data.
Present findings at the capstone colloquium
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Logical Framework
I plan to host an event on campus or in the community. The event will be an interactive
workshop/ gallery display/ monologue.
So That…
Awareness and visibility can be brought to the taboo topic of self-identified female sexual
addiction.
So That…
Stigma about female sexual addiction can be reduced
So That…
Communities resistant to counseling or treatment (the black community and the religious
community) can learn to be supportive to women seeking help.
So That…
Women who may need to get help can be more comfortable seeking it
So That…
Women can heal and feel whole.
So That…
Women can live their best lives.

Individual impacts:
•

For women who might be dealing with sexual addition, knowing they are not alone

•

Encouragement to seek counseling if needed

•

Generalized tools for self-assessment and resources for seeking treatment if needed

•

A creative outlet for self-expression and processing

•

Opportunity to feel connected to community

•

Shame reduction

•

Providing resources
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Community impacts:
•

Normalization of counseling or seeking help/treatment

•

Reduction of stigma

•

Awareness of sexual addiction and barriers to treatment

•

Awareness of assessment tools

•

Potentially new coping skills

•

Providing resources

Structural impacts:
•

Breaking stereotypes

•

Pushing societal gender norms

•

Awareness of the history of sexual addiction in society

•

Providing resources

Implementation Notes
When implementing in the future leave plenty of time for transferring materials, setting
up props, staging the exhibition, and breakdown. Plan for plenty of volunteers that are able to
move props, assist with set up and breakdown. Consider translation services (Spanish and
American Sign Language).

Results
The event ran from 5PM to 9PM on a Friday evening. It included a 2-hour open art
gallery exhibition with 10 interactive art activity stations in the first half of the program. Next
was a 30-minute spoken word reading and monologue, followed by a 42-minute open discussion
in the second half of the program. Of the 12 participants who attended, 11 attendees completed a
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post-event survey. None of the 10 people who pre-registered for the event actually attended this
event. In total 86 responses were recorded from the art exhibition, 49 response cards and 37 art
responses written on the windows and mirrors. In the second half of the program, 28 total
questions came in, with 14 questions coming in via menti.com the online tool, and 15 questions
raised during the open discussion.
Post-Event Survey
Of the 11 respondents (100%) who filled out the post-event survey 4 indicated they were
Christian, 1 indicated they were Protestant, 1 indicated they were Atheist, 1 response was left
blank, 1 indicated they were none of the above, 1 indicated they were Catholic/Christian/No
religion, 1 indicated they were Catholic/Protestant, 1 indicated they were Christian/Jewish/Islam.
Figure 1: Religious Identity of Respondents
None of the
above
9%
Catholic/Protestant
9%

Blank
9%
Christian
37%

Christian/Jewish
/Islam
9%
Catholic/Christian/
No religion
9%

Atheist
9%

Protestant
9%

Of the 11 respondents 2 identified as men and 9 identified as women. Of the 11
respondents, 7 stated they preferred the gender pronouns she/her/hers, 4 respondents left this
question blank.
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Figure 2: Gender Identity of Respondents
Male
18%

Female
82%

Out of the 11 survey respondents the average age range was 34-44 (n=4), 3 respondents
indicated they were 18-24, 2 respondents indicated they were 45-54, 1 respondent indicated they
were 55-64, and 1 respondent indicated they were 25-34.
Figure 3: Age of Respondents
55-64
9%
45-54
18%

18-24
27%

25-34
9%

35-44
37%

Of the 11 respondents, 8 indicated their sexual orientation was heterosexual, 1
respondent indicated their sexual orientation was Asexual, 1 respondent indicated their sexual
orientation was Other: “Closer to hetro on the spectrum”, and 1 responded left this question
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blank. Of the 11 respondents who completed the post-event survey 5 respondents indicated they
were single- never married, 3 respondents indicated they were married, 1 respondent indicated
they were single-cohabitating, 1 respondent indicated they were divorced, 1 respondent left this
question blank.
Respondents were asked if there was a piece or part of the event that stood out to them.
Five respondents stated the art stood out to them. Four respondents stated that the
monologue/reading/discussion stood out to them, stating it was powerful (n=2). Two respondents
left this question blank.
Figure 4: What Piece of the Event Stood Out Most
Blank
18%
Art
46%

Reading/Monolo
uge/Discussion
36%

Respondents were asked a series of question about how the event impacted them, using a
scale of strongly agree (4), agree (3), disagree (2), and strongly disagree (1). The first question
asked whether they thought this topic was interesting and the average score was 3.90 which
indicated that respondents strongly agreed this was an interesting topic. Question 2 asked if the
readings were impactful and the average score was 3.27 indicating that the participants agree to
strongly agree that the readings were impactful to them. Question 3 asked if the respondent had a
stronger understanding of female sexual addiction than before the event, the average score was
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2.9 indicating that the participants agreed, one respondent left this question blank. Question 4
asked if the workshop positively impacted the way the respondent viewed or thinks about faith
and female sexual addiction, and the average score was 3.72 indicating that the respondents
strongly agreed. Question 5 asked the respondents if they learned of at least one resource that
they can use to help someone who might be dealing with sexual addiction, and the average score
was 3.45 which indicates that the respondents agreed.
Respondents were asked how important faith/religion is in their lives using a scale of
strongly agree (4), agree (3), disagree (2), and strongly disagree (1). The average score was 3.18
indicating that faith/religion was somewhat important to the respondents. Using this same rating
scale respondents were asked how comfortable they felt using art/artistic expression to explore
faith and female sexual addiction, and the average score was 3.45 indicating that the respondents
felt very comfortable using art/artistic expression to explore faith and female sexual addiction.
Respondents were asked to identify how they felt coming into the workshop and how
they felt leaving. Responses were categorized into positive (+) or negative (-), with 6 respondents
reporting feeing positive upon entry and 10 respondents feeling positive upon exit. Respondents
were asked about their comfort levels using a scale of (3) very comfortable, (2) somewhat
comfortable, (1) not comfortable at all. The first question asked was about their comfort level
talking about sex and sexuality, with an average score of 2.45 indicating that respondents were
somewhat comfortable talking about sex and sexuality. Another question asked how comfortable
the respondent was talking about sex and sexuality with leaders in their faith community, with an
average score of 1.63 indicating that respondents did not feel comfortable at all talking to leaders
in their faith community about sex and sexuality. Participants were asked to rate their
understanding of the experiences of female sexual addiction on a scale of (3) very familiar, (2)
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somewhat familiar and (1) not at all familiar, the average score was 2 indicating that the
respondents were somewhat familiar with the experiences of female’s dealing with sexual
addiction.
When asked how respondents heard about the event, the top responses were Kat (n=6)
and chance/luck (n=2). Other sources were a friend (n=1) and social media (n=1), 1 respondent
left this question blank. Respondents were also asked how the workshop could be improved.
Responses included 2 blanks and 3 respondents stated none indicating no change, saying “I loved
it just the way it was.” Five responses were requests for increased programming, including more
art activities (n=2), more participation (n=2), more time for questions (n=1) and more frequent
sessions (n=3). Suggestions for improvement included comments like “lighting was great for
effect, but it made writing difficult”, and “wine, more music, more interactive pieces such as a
short film to watch.”
Art Reflections
There were 10 different pieces of art that participants were asked to interact with. On
each piece of art, there was an opportunity to either write a reflection on or near the art or to
submit a reflection card about the art or prompting question.
Piece 1 was a bright red trifold with black lettering that prompted “Sex is…” there were
19 reflection comments in response to this ranging from power (n=3), control, intense,
selfishness, overrated, exhausting, complicated, emotional, love, deep, passion, soul ties,
beautiful, freeing, fun and enjoyable.
Piece 2 was a series of images and the writing prompt “I notice…, I wonder…” Nine
reflection comments were added to the window art, themes that emerged from the responses
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include comments about eyes (n=3), self-esteem, flirty and power. Including statements like; “I
notice women I wonder what they're trying to portray with their bodies.”
Piece 3 was a trifold collage named mother/whore. The 7 reflection comments that came
in for this piece ranged from “So what?” to “The leg with the levels of appropriate lengths of
dress is striking & arbitrary. What makes a whore?”
Piece 4 was an enlargement of Gale Rubin’s Sex Hierarchy Wheel, 1 reflection response
came from this piece that asked, “How would this wheel look/feel different if it were presented
as a spectrum with many choices instead of a dichotomous (showing only 2 parts) wheel?”
Piece 5 was a trifold collage about black sexual archetypes, this piece elicited 7 response
cards with comments such as, “unrealistic stereotypes” and “it perpetuates self-hate and a lack of
options.”
Piece 6 had images and a reflection prompt stating “My sexuality is up for interpretation
and critique.” This piece had 10 reflection comments ranging from “no”, to “Mirror, sometimes I
am afraid to live my truth. Trust in myself.”
Piece 7 was a staged section with a church kneeling bench, a wooden cross and two
mirrors with a prompt on each that asked how should faith, sex, and sexual orientation
intertwine? This piece had 8 reflection responses that had common themes about God, purpose,
creation, and a divine plan, with comments such as, “God keep us from judging.”
Piece 8 was a painting about gender identity and the prompt asking, “Who shapes our
gender identity?” This received 9 response cards, responses ranged from self (n=3), society
(n=5), some other comments included culture, upbringing, rebellion, sexual freedom, and
socialization.
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Piece 9 had an array of articles about women’s rights and a timeline of women’s rights, it
received 5 response cards and the themes that emerged were public opinion (n=3) and
church/God (n=2).
Piece 10 was the virgin/whore collages which included a set of two collages with images
of women on both. This piece received 9 responses ranging from “smile works every time” to
“beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” to “all we are good for is sex, pleasing men.”
Discussion / Questions and Answers
The final part of the event was a spoken word component with two artists readings,
followed by monologue collage of works. The artists were three women of color, ages 25-38, all
of whom identify as part of the Christian faith. Participants were invited to anonymously text
questions using the online tool, Menti.com. Participants who responded could view all the
previous questions and some (liked) the existing comment/question as noted in Table 1.
Table 1: Spoken Word Anonymous Commentary and Questions
1.

How do we define and break down what "the stigma" is? (2 likes)

2.

I don't think the shame surrounding female sexuality is just something that females need to
reclaim, men need to be a part of this convo as well (1/2) (2 likes)

3.

So, thank you to the men who showed up (2/2) (2 likes)

4.

Why is there a bed in here? (1 like)

5.

The hype was AMAZING!!! “Don’t come for me unless you’re ready...” (1 like)

6.

Relationship goals by Pastor Michael Todd explains how God prepares us for relationship in a
way that truly spoke to me. (1 like)

7.

What made you choose the topic of sexual addiction?

8.

Thank you for your vulnerability

9.

What in the bible has led to so much shame surrounding sex? What does faith say about sex?

10.

Have you studied how other faith communities deal with sex?

11.

What was your favorite part of this research process?

12.

How do you think social media or even the movies we watch impact how female sexuality is
viewed?
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What would you like to see the norm be?

14.

How do you feel derogatory portrayals in music or media impact the shame surrounding
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female sexuality?

During the Spoken word, there were key themes that emerged from the questions via the
online tool Menti.com included social media and impact on image (n=2), shame and stigma
(n=4), and questions or comments focused on research and definition and process. The Question
and Answer (Q&A) segment turned into an open discussion where the respondents asked 15
questions during this portion of the event. The themes that emerged from the discussion were
judgment, having a personal relationship with God, pervasive sexual thoughts, self-esteem and
questions about research and addiction, touch starvation, resources on sexual addiction,
pornography, therapy, co-occurring disorders, post-traumatic slave syndrome, power, race,
White supremacy, heteronormativity, choice, and having uncomfortable conversations.

Discussion
This project endeavored to find out if art could be an effective tool to explore the
complex intersectional social issues surrounding faith and female sexual addiction. Sex in the
sanctuary sought to increase the visibility of women of faith who struggle with sexual addiction
by shining a light on the experiences of females dealing with sexual addiction, emphasizing the
complexities for women of faith, and women of color within this category, who are struggling
with sexual addiction. From the multimedia art presentations and interactive art installments in
the exhibition, to the poetry readings and monologue, the hope of this project was to challenge
social norms, by introducing alternative narratives in an effort to reduce the stigma and shame
surrounding female sexual addiction. At the event resources were provided through offering
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several templates of sexual addiction test screenings, books, and recovery resources like meeting
groups, websites and phone numbers to Sex Addicts Anonymous (SAA) and Sex and Love
Addicts Anonymous (SLAA) for participants to browse with the hopes of fostering an evaluate
personal awareness, and to raise participant consciousness. Also, participants received three take
home tests to explore in private and a call-to-action challenging the participants to take action
beyond the event.
The evaluation of Sex in the Sanctuary reflected an overall positive response. All of the
respondents (n=11) found the topic interesting, with 91% of respondents strongly agreeing that
the topic was interesting to them. This project sought to engage participants through art and
100% of participants found the readings to be impactful; in which 46% of participants stated that
the art installation in the first half of the program stood out to them, while 36% of participants
stated that readings/monologue/dialogue in the second half of the program stood out most to
them. This data suggests that the medium of art, and more specifically a diverse array of art, was
a good tool to use to engage participants in talking about faith and female sexuality.
This project wanted to examine if art was a useful tool for engaging difficult content, and
what impact can the use of art as a tool to increase visibility of female sexual addiction have on
individuals in society. In looking at the results this project increased participants knowledge,
made an impact on their thinking, and shifted attitudes. Findings showed that even though 64%
of participants reported being only somewhat familiar with female sexual addiction, 91% of
participants reported they gained a stronger understanding of female sexual addiction than they
had before the event. One major objective was introducing resources specifically around female
sexual addiction. The evaluation found that 100% of respondents learned of at least one resource
that can be used to help someone dealing with sexual addiction. This project had a positive
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reflection on participants attitudes, with 100% of participants stating the workshop positively
impacted the way they view or think about faith and female sexual addiction. 73% of participants
reporting they felt very comfortable using art/artistic expression to explore faith and female
sexual addiction. These findings confirm previous research done by Collins (2005) that suggests
increasing visibility is a direct attack on oppressive efforts to keep invisible narratives socially
invisible. “If the invisibility of sexual oppression enabled it to operate unopposed, then making
heterosexism visible by being “out” attacked heterosexism at its core (Collins, 2005, p.94).
It was interesting to find that while 45% of respondents reported they felt very
comfortable talking about sex and 55% stated they were somewhat comfortable talking about
sex, only 37% of respondents reported to feeling somewhat comfortable talking with leaders in
their faith community about sex and sexuality, and 36% of respondents reported they did not feel
comfortable at all talking to a faith leader about sex and sexuality even though 64% of
respondents stated faith was very important to them.
Figure 5: Comfort Talking About Sex versus Comfort Talking About Sex with Faith Leaders
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These findings support the hypothesis that there would be low comfortability engaging in
talking about sexuality in faith-based spaces. The data suggests that participants did experience a
change in their comfort level as the event went on. Just over half, 54.5%, of respondents reported
coming into the event with negative feelings, while 90.9% of respondents reported exiting the
event with positive feelings, meaning two thirds of participants shifted their feeling as a result of
the event. This shift in comfort was echoed in some of the refection responses as well. The
comments that respondents submitted were overall positive and included statements such as, “the
monologue was empowering, passionate, complex. It touched my soul in ways new to me;” “I’m
not alone. Other women also experience sexual addiction, trauma, low self-esteem. Nevertheless,
we are powerful, loved and worthy;” and "Some of the poetry was so impactful, I wanted to sob.
I've been going through so much.”
This project has provoked much discussion, both in the promoting of the event online via
social media and offline through direct inquiry in response to the flyer’s title. The most salient
take away from this project is the apparent need for continued dialogue, research and exploration
regarding faith and female sexual addiction. Because the complex intersecting social issues that
surround female sexual addiction are so vast and overlapping, one could take many different
directions with related research, topic exploration, and or expanding dialogue. Based on
recommendations given by some participants who attended Sex in the Sanctuary, it would be
interesting to see a series, conference, or retreat emerge about art, faith and female sexual
addiction. It would also be wonderful to see more women leading the charge and taking interest
in conducting research, writing about their experiences, and encouraging their communities to
end the stigma and shift the negative narratives of female sexuality.
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Limitations
While this project was highly successful, there were some challenges leading up to this
event that potentially impacted the event. While promotion and marketing of the event did start
in January as scheduled, February was the dedicated time for personal outreach to communities
of faith, faith-based institutions and organization, as well as the time designated for tv, radio and
podcast promotions. The two weeks leading up to an event are critical for marketing and
promotions. Unfortunately, I fell ill and was under medical restrictions from mid-February until
March 2, with the event scheduled for March 6. My being ill prevented my ability to adequately
market and promote the event. I had planned to do personal outreach due to the sensitivity of the
topic and historic tensions between faith institutions and the topic of sexuality. However, having
a small group of participants did allow for an intimate feel to the conversation, and I believe
made time and space for a deeper level of connection to occur during the open discussion.
At the same time, the news was just starting to stir regarding the COVID-19 virus and a
fear of gathering could have impacted the numbers as well. The week following the event,
Massachusetts would call a state of emergency and limit all social interactions and group
gatherings.
Other limitations included operating on a limited budget. I had planned out 15 art
displays; however, I was only able to afford to put together 10 art displays in the exhibition.
Based on respondent feedback, I believe if implemented again the facilitator should look for
more free resources such as the incorporation a short video, song, or other art medium. Other
suggestions included wanting more art activities, more interaction, more time for questions and
more frequent sessions. This suggest this workshop might be best as a series of shorter
workshops.
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Implications
The favorable findings of this research are consistent with other research (Willson, 1998;
Wills, 1981) mentioned in this paper that suggests that art is a useful tool for engagement on the
topic of female sexuality, and a useful tool to confront complex social norms. The findings also
positively support previous research done by Kasl (1989), McKeauge (2014), Ferree (2002), and
Dhuffar and Griffiths (2014) that reflect there is a dissonance between faith and sexuality. This
data suggests that comfort level decreases in talking about sexuality with faith leaders, even
among participants who consider their faith to have a high level of importance to them. While
this project took great care to focus on comfort to minimize feelings of shame, it does raise the
question of whether shame influences comfort levels among members of faith communities
regarding talking about sexuality, or something else, or shame and something else? It would be
interesting to do a series of workshops with a larger and more diverse group to see if the results
would be consistent or if they would vary. Future research might want to consider a pre-post
method, as it might have been useful to have a better sense of the pre-existing understanding of
the participants regarding the intersecting social issues such as heteronormativity, white
supremacy and the historic role of the church in society.
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Appendix C: Post-Event Survey
Thank you for attending Sex in the Sanctuary. Please complete this evaluation before you leave.
Please DO NOT write your name, all answers are kept confidential. We look forward to
reviewing your feedback.
Was there a piece or part of the evening that stood out to you most? If so, please share what it
was and why it stood out to you?

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

The topic was interesting to me
⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

The readings were impactful to me
⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

⃝

I have a stronger understanding of
female sexual addiction /compulsion
than I did before
This workshop positively impacted the
way I view or think about faith and
female sexual addiction/compulsion
I learned of at least one (1) resource I
can use to help someone who might be
dealing with sexual addiction
/compulsion
Please fill in the blanks:

When I came into this workshop I felt: ____________________________________________
And now I feel: _______________________________________________________________
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How important is faith/religion in your life?
⃝ Very important
⃝ Somewhat important
⃝ Not really important
⃝ Not at all important
How comfortable are you talking about sex and sexuality?
⃝ Very comfortable
⃝ Somewhat comfortable
⃝ Not comfortable at all
How comfortable are you talking about sex and sexuality with leaders in your faith community?
⃝ Very comfortable
⃝ Somewhat comfortable
⃝ Not comfortable at all
How would you rate your understanding of the experiences of female's dealing with sexual
addiction?
⃝ Very familiar
⃝ Somewhat familiar
⃝ Not at all familiar
Do you identify with any of the following religions? (Please select all that apply.)
□ Protestantism
□ Buddhism
□ Catholicism
□ Hinduism
□ Christianity
□ Native American
□ Judaism
□ Inter/Non-denominational
□ Islam
□ No religion
□ None of the above (please specify):_______________________________________
Please define your gender and identify your preferred gender pronouns. (Please select all that
apply).
Identity
Pronouns
□ Female
□ She/Her/Hers
□ Male
□ He/Him/His
□ Trans
□ They/Them/Theirs
□ I prefer not to answer
□ None of the above (please specify): _______________________________________

ART, FAITH AND FEMALE SEXUAL ADDICTION

What is your
age?
⃝ 18-24
⃝ 25-34
⃝ 35-44
⃝ 45-54
⃝ 55-64
⃝ 65+

What is your sexual orientation?
⃝ Asexual
⃝ Bisexual
⃝ Gay
⃝ Heterosexual or straight
⃝ Lesbian
⃝ Pansexual
⃝ Queer
⃝ None of the above, please specify:
_____________________________
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What is your current
relationship status?
⃝ Married
⃝ Widowed
⃝ Divorced
⃝ Separated
⃝ In a domestic partnership
or civil union
⃝ Single, cohabiting with
significant other
⃝ Single, never married

How did you hear about this event?

How could this workshop be improved?

I felt comfortable using art / artistic expression to explore faith and female sexual addiction?
⃝ Very comfortable
⃝ Somewhat comfortable
⃝ A little uncomfortable
⃝ Not at all comfortable

Thank you for your feedback. Please hand this to a volunteer.

